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ABSTRACT
AN ASSESSMENT OF FOUR SELECTED COMMUNITIES ALONG THE APPALACHIAN TRAIL IN
RELATION TO EMILE BENTON MACKAYE'S ORIGINAL VISION OF REGIONAL PLANNING
MAY 2021
JESSICA ANN SCHOTTANES, B.S., SLIPPERY ROCK UNIVERSITY
DUAL M.S. + M.R.P., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS, AMHERST
Directed By: Piper Gaubatz
Planner, conservationist, forester, and geographer Emile Benton MacKaye envisioned a
revolutionary, extensive foot trail that would promote the interaction between
communities throughout the United States' distinctive eastern region. His 1921 plan for the
Appalachian Trail (A.T.) focused on balancing the basic requirements for life in and out of
the urban context by developing an ‘indigenous’ environment and developmental mold
(Bower 1962, 372). However, almost a century has passed, and MacKaye's approach to
the planning process, organization, environmental development, and the rural economy
remains hidden beneath the mountain forest canopy extending from Maine to Georgia.
Four of the forty-nine designated communities in the A.T. CommunityTM program today
were analyzed to determine if and which aspects of Benton MacKaye's original vision of
regional planning were achieved 100 years later. On-the-ground observations were
collected through informal interactions with A.T. CommunityTM Supporters, unaffiliated
businesses and organizations, and locals while traveling to each of the four A.T. regions,
defined by the A.T. Conservancy (ATC). It was essential to understand if the designations
transformed trailside neighborhoods into outdoor recreational and social hubs and shifted
community perspectives toward the Trail and the ATC.
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Although most people think of the A.T. purely in terms of the opportunities it provides for
outdoor and wilderness experiences, it is also perceived as a critical focus for communities'
economic growth and vitality. The research reveals that the program and its
complimentary ‘Supporter’ system for local businesses are ineffective. The ATC branded
these trail towns. Yet, no elements of MacKaye’s vision or community improvements have
truly been recognized following A.T. CommunityTM designations within the last decade.
Regardless of geographic, temporal, internal, and physical aspects, this outcome was
consistent in all four case study communities (Monson-ME, Harpers Ferry-Bolivar-WV,
Damascus-VA, and Hot Springs-NC).
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CHAPTER 1 MACKAYE’S APPALACHIAN TRAIL: A VISION 100 YEARS OVERDUE
Highlights
This master's thesis compares the Appalachian Trail Conservancy (ATC)’s
Appalachian Trail (A.T.) CommunityTM and Supporter programs to Emile Benton
MacKaye's original regional planning vision by assessing four selected participating
gateway communities.
This research builds on master thesis ‘Designing a Wilderness: The Legacy of Benton
MacKaye
and
the
Appalachian
Trail’
(Wolfgang
2012),
master
thesis ‘Understanding Local Perceptions of Management and Values of Long
Distance Trails’ (Judkins 2015), and the ATC's 2016 A.T. CommunityTM Summit Report
and ‘Hot Springs, North Carolina: An A.T. CommunityTM's Progression from 2006 to
2019’ (Magee 2019).
Chapter 1 of this master's thesis presents the background of this research, explains
the significance of Benton MacKaye's lost vision, and summarizes the methodology
approach.
This introduction begins with a description of key terms and concludes with an
overview of research objectives and questions.

Introduction
In 1921, Emile ‘Benton’ MacKaye, a pioneer of regional planning, proposed his vision for
an extensive trailway system with an underlying purpose to foster a cooperative spirit
between recreational users and anticipated permanent trailside community members
and farmers known as the Appalachian Trail (A.T.). As MacKaye became more fixated on
his concept for a regional community connected by a footpath hidden in the
Appalachian Mountains, the surrounding landscape's external design was transforming as
highways and national park system units emerged. Then, as the demand to complete the
Trail's development for the public's immediate use and enjoyment, MacKaye's vision
returned to its original form as a paper proposal. Rival, Myron Avery, strived to bring the
Trail into physical existence and accomplished that in 1937. As a result, the A.T. surfaced
as a spiritual and challenging trek. Today, many are eager to attempt to through- and
section-hike it. While, in many ways, the A.T. venture achieves MacKaye’s vision of a
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community of wanderers traveling across the landscape. Yet, many aspects of MacKaye's
original vision remain unachieved.
When the ATC launched the A.T. CommunityTM program in 2010, a formal network of
trailside communities was established to catalyze a greater regional support system. As the
research progressed, the 2020 A.T. CommunityTM Survey became the primary
methodology for soliciting constructive feedback from locals to reimagine the program
with MacKaye’s sustainable economic development philosophies at the heart of its
mission.

Objectives
This master's thesis analyzes the extent to which the A.T. CommunityTM program achieves
Benton MacKaye's regional planning concept ten years since its inception. There are
overlapping objectives between MacKaye's 1921 vision and the program. The case studies
contribute to understanding trailside communities alongside regional trail systems in the
United States, specifically National Scenic Trails (NST). With MacKaye's original blueprint for
the A.T., each A.T. CommunityTM's long-term vision will inform a new design for the ATC for
the next decade.
Furthermore, can the conservation and outdoor recreation visions of the early 20th century
be adapted to 21st-century sustainable economic development priorities? To understand
this, it’s essential first to comprehend:
The extent to which the original Mackaye vision has/has not been realized
The relationships between the original vision for the A.T. and current AT
CommunityTM program priorities
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The thinking and trends for the future based on the experience of key case study
communities (Monson-ME, Harpers Ferry-Bolivar-WV, Damascus-VA, and Hot
Springs-NC)

Definitions of a Regional Trail
A regional trail is an extensive hiking footpath that blazes through a region, multiple
regions, or even numerous states (Pacific Crest Trail Association 2021). Typically, regional
trails connect a diverse collection of natural landscapes. In the United States, National
Historic Trails (NHTs) and NSTs are recognized as regional trekking trails that are at least 100
miles in length, excluding original routes of great significance, ideally continuous, and for
the public's use and enjoyment (See Figure 1)(National Park Service 2019)(The National
Trails System Act 2019). Some National Recreation Trails and greenways are considered
regional trails as well.

Figure 1 A Map of National Scenic and National Historic Trails in America Today (National Park
Service 2018).
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While the length and geographic situation primarily define this trailway category, the
individuals who attempt to section- or through-hike the pathway substantially contributed
to the trail journey phenomenon. While many hikers view extensive and strenuous treks as
a physical challenge, others consider regional trails to be opportunities for spiritual and
individual development (Bratton 2012)(American Trails 2018).

America’s Regional Hiking Clubs + Trails
Before regional trail developments, walking in nature was “a part of daily life” (Forest
History Society 2021). With urban sprawl and industrialization, this mundane experience
became luxury and “required time, effort, and often money” (Forest History Society 2021).
Urban America began to recognize the importance of fresh air and physical exercise in
the late 19th century, catalyzing the shift from walking to recreational hiking.
Early outdoor social organizations, such as the Alpine Club (est. 1863), Fresh Air Club (est.
1890), and the Appalachian Mountain Club (est. 1876), advocated for group outings into
nature and the development of resources for participating pedestrians (Forest History
Society 2021). Together members constructed, blazed, explored, and mapped trails in
nearby mountain and forest landscapes and even established vernacular guides. Youth
outdoor and education-based organizations, such as the Boy Scouts and Camp Fire Girls,
further popularized hiking, camping, and handcrafting activities. Young people
discovered a new sense of self by connecting with the land and its wild creatures, troop
leaders and peers, and the greater community and contributing to stewardship efforts and
local projects (See Figure 2).
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Figure 2 Camp Fire Girls from the Ames Iowa Chapter (Ames History Museum 2016).

Today America’s oldest long-distance wilderness footpath dates back to 1909, when
James Taylor conceived his vision for the Long Trail (L.T.) (Vermont Historical Society 2021).
The ‘Triple Crown’ Jewels of Hiking, the A.T., Pacific Crest Trail (P.C.T.), and Continental
Divide Trail (C.D.T.), followed the Green Mountain Club (GMC)’s plan to permanently
connect communities to regions, spatially, socially, culturally, ecologically, and
economically. But instead, these developments sparked a new type of hiking where users
attempt to trek parts of the trail or its entirety in one tour over a span of weeks to months.

Definitions of Sustainable Economic Development
The purpose of sustainable economic development is to provide long-term "access to
sustainable and secure livelihoods" for all populations inclusively (Barbier 1987, 103). The
interconnected ecological, economic, and social goals comprise increasing diversity,
equity, and participation, implementing climate resilience measures, and satisfying life
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requirements on Earth. The United Nations (U.N.) defines 17 goals for sustainable
development internationally. Goal eight emphasizes the importance of promoting
economic growth by explicitly providing decent job opportunities to community members
(United Nations 2020, 42). Sustainable economic development strategies preserve
ecological amenities, improve food security, and decrease a municipality's susceptibility
to catastrophes in the environment and society.
Furthermore, these ‘livelihood’ strategies increase community members' physical wellbeing and happiness and improve the overall fiscal health in the public sector (Donohue
and Biggs 2015, 392–93). On the local level, urban cities, suburbs, and towns often thrive
economically due to bolstered access to available resources and networks, including
transportation, employment, and sustenance within an enclosed spatial extent. However,
rural communities often struggle to progress due to a lack of development and
intercommunal/regional support. Therefore, open space and recreation resources
emerge as public amenities that rural trailside communities should utilize to foster tax
revenue and increase their financial base.

Trailside Communities and ‘Livelihood’ Assets
Trailside communities thrive most upon the following two livelihood assets: natural and
social. ‘Natural’ refers to land and water, while the social asset represents networking and
human connections (Donohue and Biggs 2015, 392). While it’s important to also focus on
financial, human, and physical forms of capital when developing a planning framework
for sustainable economic development, the trail emerges as the main industry of its
gateways, communities near the outdoor recreation resource. Regional trails and
greenways are known for improving “the overall appeal of a community” and generating
expenditures for tourist- and trail-oriented services from informational centers to lodging
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(Howe, McMahon, and Propst 1997, 43). Users, therefore, experience both the
natural/recreational resource and its community symbiotically.
These trails often “bolster property values” in suburban and urban areas, yet for rural
communities, this may not be the case (Rails-to-Trails Conservancy 2003, 3).

Evolution of Benton MacKaye's Appalachian Trail
Emile ‘Benton’ MacKaye was a man with many different hats and roles. He is best known
as the father of the A.T. MacKaye claimed that he conceived his vision for the regional trail
during a moment of reflection on top of a tree in Stratton Mountain, Vermont, during the
summer of 1900 (Anderson 2002, 46). But it was not until some decades later that he could
bring his vision to fruition.
Following a personal tragedy, MacKaye traveled to the Hudson Guild Farm (See Figure 3),
a camp in northwestern New Jersey, during the summer of 1921 (Hudson Farm Foundation
2021). He discussed his innovative idea to solve the “problem of living” by creating a 1,700mile network of mountain communities (Spann 1996, 27). A formal essay was prepared with
friend/editor Charles Whitaker and radical community planner Clarence S. Stein
(MacKaye 1921, 3)(Appalachian Trail Conference 2000, 11). The proposed trail network
would create opportunities for "recreation, recuperation, and employment” (MacKaye
1921, 5). Also, he desired to redistribute the population and end the network of "smoky
bee-hive cities" (MacKaye 1921, 4). Therefore, the trailway revealed an escape from
civilization to the country, and MacKaye intended it to be multi-functional by nature. With
a series of transient shelter camps, permanent food and farm camps, and community
groups connected by the walking trail in mind, he hoped that its trail residents and users
could easily transition to and from the neighboring camps, major metropolises, and peaks
from the primarily passive trail.
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Figure 3 The Main Home on the Hudson Guild Farm 500-Acre Estate (Hudson Farm Foundation
2021).

MacKaye's proposal was published in Whitaker’s Journal of the American Institute of
Architects (AIA) in October of 1921. Following the publication, MacKaye organized the
Trail's first conference between March 2nd and 3rd of 1925 in Washington, D.C., to discuss
his pathless trail line idea (Appalachian Trail Conference 2000, 50). On the second day, the
Appalachian Trail Conference (Conference) became a formal body with its attendees'
support. Its first goal was to create the extensive footpath in MacKaye's 15-month project
period.
MacKaye's vision to mitigate economic problems by implementing a new deal and
introduce a new perspective on wilderness civilization seemed to significantly conflict with
Conference President Myron Avery's ideas over time. When addressing the land
acquisition and building process, his energy level as the lead organizer seemed to not align
with the level necessary to engineer the trail from beginning to end successfully. Yet, the
concept of “a footpath as a means to a metaphysical end, with social and economic
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applications” energized him (Appalachian Trail Conference 2000, 11). He wanted the Trail
to be shaped into a barbarian or wilderness utopia by the public.
Avery, however, understood the practical purpose of the A.T. and the importance of
government allies and a workforce. Therefore, he and the Conference tasked Civilian
Conservation Corps (CCC) crews with the Trail's relocation in the new national park,
Shenandoah (See Figure 4). His goal was to complete the task at hand and make the
mountains accessible for outdoor recreation efficiently and timely.

Figure 4 CCC Men Blazing a Section of the A.T. in Shenandoah National Park (T. Johnson and
Potomac Appalachian Trail Club 2016).

In contrast, MacKaye sought a higher form of “human evolution” in the wilderness
environment and desired to promote self-sufficiency (Appalachian Trail Conference 2000,
11). It was never just a trail for MacKaye; it was a movement with the community feature
at its core, linearly stitching together the built ‘rural’ and natural environments. With
tangled roots in the Trail’s vision and conflicting actions by the Conference, he turned his
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focus to the Wilderness Society and the regional planning practice of approaching,
protecting, and envisioning landscapes and communities.

Figure 5 MacKaye (Left), the Original Architect of the Trail’s Concept and Program, and Avery
(Right), the Physical Trail’s Developer in October of 1931, Photograph from the ATC (Kelly 2021).

Avery then became the main field organizer when Judge Perkins’s health took a turn in
1930 and remained chairman of the Conference until 1952. The construction of Avery’s
A.T. was completed on August 14th, 1937, near his home mountain, Katahdin, in Maine.
The route was 2,025 miles long at this time (Appalachian Trail Conference 2000, 12).

A Regionalist Vision for Reform Lost
Avery stated that “the Appalachian Trail will always be unfinished” (King 2018), and this
statement doesn’t just hold for maintenance, but aspects of MacKaye’s regional
development vision. MacKaye strived throughout his life to “resist this metropolitan blight
and to re-create what he believed was a radically better world rooted in the American
past” (Spann 1996, 19). His master plan involved using “the Trail as a device to work
permanent change in social movement” and conserving human culture (Kates 2013,
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125)(Spann 1996, 30). It would start with the collaborative effort between agriculturalists,
architects, engineers, foresters, and volunteers to achieve a shared goal, the Trail’s
construction. Conceptually, the A.T. was an experiential ‘makerspace’ or workshop in
Appalachia where “human, natural, and industrial resources” were allocated (See Figure
6). MacKaye viewed the problem as a human, geographic, and regional one rather than
one localized in cities. His solution was to build community, embrace the "social aspects of
employment," and recognize the industry's regional connection (Dalbey 2002, 48).

Figure 6 The Characteristics and Components of MacKaye’s 1921 Concept for the A.T., Developed
in Canva.

MacKaye had the potential to “move from vision to actuality and lead through” regional
planning (Dalbey 2002, 17), but “the loss of his direct involvement in the movement
guaranteed that the original Trail idea would lose its more idealistic features” (Spann 1996,
30). He failed to reform city folk by developing an Appalachian Trail and its camp system
camp system to restructure the wilderness society and re-educate people on places and
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functions within the greater regional community. However, the A.T. naturally functioned as
a green barrier, hindering “the sprawl of East Coast metropolises” (Gavran 2017, 111).

300 Miles Lost
When Avery rerouted the A.T., he disregarded about 300 miles of MacKaye's proposed trail
as well as its incomplete wilderness segments, intended to find the middle ground between
the path and the pathless (Kates 2013, 132). MacKaye’s main trailway extended
northbound from Mount Washington in New Hampshire to the Cohutta Mountains in
Georgia, with five major sections, branch extensions, and motorway connections to fifteen
major cities, seven additional peaks/mountain ranges, and one park. In contrast, Avery’s
began northbound in Maine at Mt. Katahdin and ended in Georgia at Mt. Oglethorpe.
Both A.T. corridors with branched trail extensions passed through the following fourteen
states north to south: Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, Connecticut, New
York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, West Virginia, Virginia, Tennessee, North
Carolina, and Georgia (See Figure 7). Unfortunately, neither MacKaye’s nor Avery’s A.T.
exists today entirely since the Trail’s southern terminal was relocated to Georgia’s Springer
Mountain.
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Figure 7 A Comparison of MacKaye’s and Avery’s Trailways, Provided by the ATC and Potomac
A.T. Club (Hall 2005)(Smithsonian National Museum of American History 2009).

The Benton MacKaye Trail Association (BMTA), established in 1980, set out to trail "the
general route MacKaye had originally laid out in the early 1920" in the Southeast (Dixon
2007). The Benton MacKaye Trail (BMT), a footpath in honor of the A.T. visionary and
regionalist, was completed in 2005 during the 25th Anniversary of the BMTA (See Figure 8)
(Benton MacKaye Trail Association 2021).
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Figure 8 A Map of the A.T. and BMT in 2021, Developed in QGIS and Canva (Foster 2021; Johnson
2017).

From Trail Planning to Conservation Planning
The trail-building era concluded in 1937, yet the ATC’s trail- and conservation-planning
efforts are never-ending. When the Trail became a NST in 1968, the A.T.’s primary objective
became providing “for maximum outdoor recreation potential and for the conservation
and enjoyment of the nationally significant scenic, historic, natural, or cultural qualities”
(National Park Service 2019, 2). Methodology for further protecting the resource and
managing its features and uses was defined in the 1981 Comprehensive Plan.
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“It is not only the quality of the landscape and visible land uses which affect the
Appalachian Trail experience, however. Noise pollution, degradation of air quality,
and that intangible, the human community along the Trail, all affect the enjoyment
of Trail users” (Appalachian Trail Project Office and National Park Service 1981, 25).
Based on this key planning document, people emerged as the Trail’s number one threat
to users' enjoyment, yet today A.T. CommunityTM members see it quite the opposite. Smelly
hikers and tent camping are considered nuisances to trail town residents.

From Conference to Conservancy
Since its inception in 1925, the Conference has guided the A.T. in its mission, growth,
structure, and maintenance. To further expand its capacity, manage the trailway
resource, and guide users (Appalachian Trail Conference 2000, 11), the Conference
published 66 volumes of the Appalachian Trailway News (ATN) journal from May of 1939
until June of 2005. Originally based in Washington, D.C., the Conference relocated to a
permanent space in Harpers Ferry, W.V. in August of 1972 (See Figure 9)(Appalachian Trail
Conference 2000, 50–51)(Appalachian Trail Conservancy 2021b), while general meetings
continued in major cities along the Trail. When the Conference transformed into a nonprofit organization, the A.T. Conservancy (ATC or Conservancy), in 2005 to preserve the
federally protected through-trail for future use and enjoyment, the ATN also became A.T.
Journeys that July.
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Figure 9 The ATC Headquarters Today (Schottanes 2019).

Today the ATC co-manages the 2,190-mile greenway with the National Park Service (NPS)
and partners with the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) as well as volunteers and state/federal
agencies (Appalachian Trail Conservancy 2021a)(National Park Service 2015, 51). Thirtyone trail maintaining clubs exist today across the four regions: seven in New England,
twelve in Mid-Atlantic, seven in Virginian, and five in Southern (Appalachian Trail
Conservancy 2021d).

Shifting Perspectives from the Trail + its Hikers to its Communities
The A.T. CommunityTM Program
In 2006, the ATC implemented the A.T. CommunityTM program model within two distinctive
gateway communities along the A.T., Hot Springs-NC and Boiling Springs-PA. The ATC
conducted public forums to define each community's "partnership opportunities and
priorities" (Appalachian Trail Conservancy 2021c). By manifesting MacKaye's idea for a
network of small recreative communities “designed to serve those seeking revitalization”
(Spann 1996, 28), the ATC aimed to promote sustainable economic development on the
16

East Coast by requiring each community to organize an annual project, participate in trailwide and regional summits, and endorse environmental stewardship. The ATC also
provides official signage for each approved town or county and sponsors them on social
media.

Figure 10 Designated A.T. Communities in Each State, as of March 2021.
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Figure 11 A Bar Chart Displaying the Number of A.T. Communities in Each State Today.

Since its establishment in 2010, the program currently consists of forty-nine trailside
communities in twelve of the fourteen states that the regional trail passes through (See
Figure 10). According to the ATC’s ‘A.T. CommunityTM List’ and ‘Master Successes’
document, 49% of communities were designated in 2010 and 2011, with Franklin-NC being
the first celebrated on March 23rd, 2010. 27% are county/area designations, and Virginian
towns and counties contribute to 33% of the total A.T. CommunityTM population today (See
Figure 11). It’s important to note that Harpers Ferry-Bolivar is the only dual A.T. CommunityTM
shared between two adjacent places, and there are no designations in states
Connecticut and Maryland. Designations have significantly decreased since the
program’s high point in 2012 (See Figure 12).
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Figure 12 A Line Graph Displaying the Decline in A.T. Community Designations Over Time.

The program (See Figure 13), the first of its kind, set a precedent for other regional trail
associations to follow. Of the thirty established NHTs and NSTs, four regional trail
organizations and associations have parallel programs to the ATC’s: Continental Divide
Trail Coalition, Florida Trail Association, North Country Trail Association, and Pacific Crest
Trail Association. It transformed the definition of an ‘A.T. Community’ from “a broad term
including all those with an interest in or relationship to the Appalachian Trail: hikers,
volunteers, landowners, federal and state agency personnel, local officials, and citizens of
the towns through which the Trail passes” into a specific one related to trailside town
administrators, stakeholders, business owners, employees, and residents (Appalachian Trail
Project Office and National Park Service 1981).
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Figure 13 The Characteristics and Components of the ATC’s A.T. CommunityTM Program, Developed

in Canva.

The A.T. CommunityTM Supporter Program
The Supporter program, launched in 2012, inherently trailed behind the A.T. CommunityTM
program. Local businesses and organizations in designated trail towns, counties, and areas
have the opportunity to become recognized by the ATC as official ‘Supporters’ of their
A.T. CommunityTM. Each community has an Advisory Committee responsible for approving
and sometimes even submitting applications into the complementary program to the ATC
on behalf of candidates. Once the ATC processes and endorses a submission, the Advisory
Committee bestows the applicant with a certificate granting the business/organization
with the Supporter title (See Figure 14).
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Figure 14 A Photograph of Monson Public Library’s Supporter Certificate (Schottanes 2019).

Supporters pledge to advocate for the ATC as well as their A.T. CommunityTM, Advisory
Committee, or local club for a minimum of 5 years and, in return, benefit from potential
regional and national recognition efforts by the ATC and receive hand-outs and an official
affiliation logo for their business/organization:
National Recognition on the ATC's Website, Official Blog, and Social Media
National Recognition in A.T. Journeys, the Official Magazine of the ATC
National and Regional Recognition in ATC's Online Newsletters, such as A.T. Comms
ATC Maps and Brochures for Customers and Visitors
A.T. CommunityTM Supporter Storefront Decal

Regional and Trail Wide A.T. CommunityTM Summits
In 2015, the ATC hosted a trail wide summit conference for the leaders and representatives
of all A.T. Communities to mark the program’s 5th anniversary. The ATC initiated a
conversation with Trail advocates to gather key insights into the experiences of trail users

21

and visitors in each designated community, as well as local trail protection efforts and the
successes and challenges of the program. During the two- and a half-day event,
community participants collaborated to create a new vision for the program, which
included:
Valuing the trail as a community asset, local governments take the trail experience
and viewshed into consideration in their economic and land use planning. In these
ways, ATC, AT Communities, and trail clubs work together to realize Benton
MacKaye’s vision for renewal of the human spirit and conservation at the
landscape level (Appalachian Trail Conservancy 2016, 18).
Since then, the ATC has hosted summits for the New England region in 2017 and MidAtlantic and Virginia-Southern regions in 2018. Participants networked and connected in
person with the ATC.
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Figure 15 A Timeline Summarizing Significant Events Leading to the Establishment of the A.T.
CommunityTM and Supporter Programs.
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MacKaye’s Corridor Communities Today

Table 1 A Comparison of MacKaye's 1921 Vision of Regional Planning to the ATC’s 2010 A.T.
CommunityTM Program.
MacKaye's 1921 Proposal for the A.T.

ATC’s 2010 A.T. CommunityTM Program

Encourage users and community members to
practice self-sufficiency

Recognize communities that protect, support, and
service the A.T. and its hikers

Mitigate economic problems by creating
opportunities for "recreation, recuperation, and
employment" (MacKaye 1921, 5)

Enhance economic development in designated
communities by harnessing tourism and outdoor
recreation catalysts

Redistribute the population and further end the
network of "smoky bee-hive cities” with a regional
trail of outdoor communities (MacKaye 1921, 4)

Create a regional network of designated trailside
communities and local business supporters

Enable easy transportation to and from the
neighboring shelter, food, farm, and community
camps

Promote the A.T. as both a valuable resource and
asset; Engage trail users, stewards, and
community members

Reach a higher form of “human evolution” in the
wilderness (Appalachian Trail Conference 2000,
11)

Assist with the conservation planning

Table 1 above compares the overall missions as well as some of the goals and objectives
of MacKaye’s regional development vision and the ATC’s formal community initiative.
When the ATC approves and designates a community into the 2020 A.T. CommunityTM
program, the community signs a contract to “cater to the volume of hikers that spend time
in [town ] with them… as well as provide public facilities to ensure their stay is more efficient
and enjoyable” (Potomac Appalachian Trail Club 2018).

Overview of Research Objectives + Questions

To Wha E en Do he A.T. Comm ni TM and S ppo e
P og am Achie e A pec of MacKa e' O iginal Vi ion of
Regional Planning?
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This research serves as an approach for better understanding MacKaye’s greater
greenway plan, the ATC’s organizational mission and its strategies to fulfill that mission, and
the goals and objectives of the A.T. CommunityTM and Supporter programs to better
address the needs of host communities, modify the ATC’s vision to fit within MacKaye’s and
inform a new program design that focuses more on the places along the Trail, local folk,
and their livelihoods. Sub-research questions included:
How practical are the programs’ defined short-term and long-term benefits?
To what extent does the ATC’s recognition efforts enhance participating trailside
communities?
Do temporary trail residents, ‘through-hikers,’ benefit more from the programs’
initiatives?
Does the A.T. CommunityTM program affect the economic climate of its designated
communities?
Is there a correlation between the number of Supporters in a designated
community and seasonal hiker tourism?
Is there a correlation between the location along the Trail and a community’s fiscal
health?
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CHAPTER 2 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES, METHODOLOGY, + LIMITATIONS
Highlights
Chapter 2 explains the methodology for investigating the A.T. CommunityTM and
Supporter programs in-depth and in real-life contexts and its limitations.
To an extent, objectives and data collection strategies progressed with the
research and transformed with the emergence of COVID-19.
Research participants included residents, owners of local unaffiliated businesses
and affiliated A.T. CommunityTM Supporter businesses and organizations, and
employees of those establishments in the four selected communities: Monson,
Harpers Ferry-Bolivar, Damascus, and Hot Springs.
The research exclusively presents both quantitative and qualitative perspectives.

Preliminary Research
Background
A conversation with University of Massachusetts, Amherst Professor Mark Hamin about
MacKaye and the A.T. during the spring of 2019 inspired the exploration of his 1921
proposal, the Conference’s evolution, and Trail today. Intrigued by the mission behind the
ATC’s designation program, research began on Warwick, New York, one of the closest
towns to the Trail’s first completed section and 22nd A.T. CommunityTM. The following winter,
a site visit was conducted to gather insight into and document the town’s cultural, historic,
and recreation resources, meet with Supporter businesses and organizations and then
author an article based on the trailside community experience for A.T. Journeys, the ATC’s
official magazine publication for members (See Appendix A).
The exploration of Warwick’s designation ultimately informed the selection of four
additional A.T. Communities to observe for this master’s thesis.
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Community Context
Demographic data specific to each population from the U.S. Census Bureau via Wikipedia
was collected (See Figure 16). Archives for local history, businesses, architectural plans,
comprehensive plans, and photographs also emerged as essential primary sources for
completing background research on the four proposed case study sites before
conducting ground observations.
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Figure 16 An Analysis of Population Change in Monson, Harpers Ferry, Bolivar, Damascus, and Hot
Springs Since their Establishments, Gathered from Wikipedia's Historical Populations.

Research Objectives
This research's main goal was to analyze the primary functions and overall effectiveness of
the A.T. CommunityTM and Supporter programs in achieving aspects of MacKaye's original
vision and promoting sustainable economic development in each of the four A.T. regions
(New England, Mid-Atlantic, Virginian, and Southern).

27

The search for answers began by conducting an informal interview with program architect
Julie Judkins in June of 2019 to better understand the application process, community
engagement, and next steps for the ATC (See Figure 17). Then, insight into the
communities' experiences as trailside gateways and how their internal and external
structures have changed since their establishment and A.T. CommunityTM designation to
the present day was gathered while traveling to each of the four proposed case study
communities (Monson-ME, Harpers Ferry-Bolivar-WV, Damascus-VA, and Hot Springs-NC).
Observations and interactions during the site visits were considered when evaluating each
case study's character.
Toward the end of the two-week road trip along the A.T., a visit to the A.T. Visitor Center
and ATC Headquarters in Harpers Ferry was essential to analyze its outstanding hiker profile
collection and further interact with employees. Therefore, a greater understanding of the
ATC's purpose, growth, goals, challenges, and implementation measures was grasped.
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Figure 17 Notes from Informal Interview on June 7th, 2019 with Julie Judkins, the ATC’s Director of
Education and Outreach.

2020 A.T. CommunityTM Survey
The creation and distribution of a Qualtrics® survey was the main methodology for
analyzing and assessing the A.T. CommunityTM program's effectiveness in fostering local
and regional connectivity and sustainable economic development. By soliciting input from
participants on matters such as the program's strengths and weaknesses, each
community's primary concerns and challenges that come along with their trailside
community reputation were defined.
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A participant's relationship(s) to each municipality in terms of employment, residence, and
business ownership determined the flow of the 2020 A.T. CommunityTM Survey (See Figure
18). The purpose of this survey was to analyze the profile of each case study, gather basic
demographics, and better understand the public’s long-term vision for their community.
The survey also tasked participants with evaluating the benefits of the program related to
tourism and the health of local businesses and how the program has transformed the
community's environment, economy, society, and the public's perspective on the current
certification program. The mixed open-, closed-, and semi-closed-ended questionnaire
also approached the participants' overall engagement with the designation program.
Committee members and research partners pretested the survey flow in Qualtrics® before
deployment.
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Figure 18 A Representation of the 2020 A.T. CommunityTM Survey Flow, Developed in Microsoft
PowerPoint.

The A.T. CommunityTM Model Rating System
A model rating system was created to investigate how this initiative could increase
engagement between the ATC and with communities participating in the A.T.
CommunityTM program, foster a regional support system and a business association for
Supporters, promote environmental stewardship, and formally integrate designations into
local and regional planning and design processes. All survey participants were presented
with Figure 19 and asked to discuss the mock rating system’s pros and cons. Feedback was
essential to determine whether or not a similar approach would benefit or harm
designated communities if implemented in the future. As Judkins stated, not all
designations will have the capacity to participate in a rating system.
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Figure 19 An Infographic for the Model A.T. CommunityTM Rating System, Developed for the 2020
A.T. CommunityTM Survey in Canva.
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The ATC’s Survey
After collaborating with Judkins, the ATC simultaneously employed an identical instrument
in SurveyMonkey® and distributed it to the entire A.T. CommunityTM network, excluding
Monson, Harpers Ferry-Bolivar, Damascus, and Hot Springs (See Figure 20). With the help of
research partner, Professor Robert Bristow from Westfield State University, datasets were
merged together for the ‘2020 Appalachian Trail CommunityTM Results’ newsletter and
‘Appalachian Trail Communities: Gateway Partners in Parks and Protected Area
Management,’ an in-progress chapter in the upcoming edited book, Tourism
Transformations in Protected Area Gateway Communities. Methodologies were distinct
between the two instruments — the ATC published an introduction to the research and
invited members of the greater A.T. CommunityTM to join the conversation in their summer
2020 newsletter, A.T. Comms (See Appendix A).
The ATC collected 57 total responses, and three of those participants were from the Town
of Damascus. After cross-referencing IP addresses, 15 additional participants were from
one of the four selected A.T. Communities: Monson, Harpers Ferry-Bolivar, Damascus, and
Hot Springs. While these communities were oversampled and contributed to 77% of the
merged sample, the research team was able to gain a greater sense of how all A.T.
Communities view the program. For more information on this project, Tourism
Transformations in Protected Area Gateway Communities is expected to be published
during the summer of 2021.
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Figure 20 Introduction to the ATC’s ‘A.T. Community 2020 Survey.’

Visual Communication + Outreach Efforts
Phase I: Connecting with Local Businesses + A.T. CommunityTM Supporters
In July 2019, a master contact list was created for the four selected A.T. Communities.
This list included the phone numbers, emails, and mailing addresses of Phase I's
targeted population, collected from municipal websites.
Over 200 community stakeholders, business owners, and employees were contacted
by phone and email and asked to spread the word of the 2020 A.T. CommunityTM
Survey to their neighbors in mid-July (See Figure 21). A reminder email was sent to
addresses in mid-September and near the survey’s closing date (See Figure 22). Figure
23 displays the script used to guide phone call conversations.
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Figure 21 An Example of an Email to a Potential Participant.

Figure 22 An Example of a Reminder Email.
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Figure 23 A Template for Phone Calls.

Note that voicemails were also left for potential survey participants.

Phase II: Embracing Social Media During COVID-19
Monson, Harpers Ferry, Bolivar, Damascus, and Hot Springs published blurbs on their
municipal websites and social media accounts encouraging locals to communicate
with their long-term vision for their A.T. CommunityTM and offer feedback before the
survey’s anticipated closing date on Friday, September 18th (See Figure 24 and Figure
25). Damascus and the Hot Springs, NC Welcome Center and Tourism Association also
published the survey information in the towns’ local e-newsletters.
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Figure 24 A Social Media Post, Developed for the Four Selected A.T. Communities.

Figure 25 A Documentation of Social Media Efforts.
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Phase III: Delivering Hand-Crafted Postcards to Stakeholders
Based on photographs taken during the road trip along the A.T., scenes in each of the
four selected communities were sketched on trace paper. After editing each
perspective in Adobe Photoshop, a template was developed for the postcards in
Canva, a design platform. While the postcards' fronts were unique to each place, the
backs were uniform (See Figure 30). Once approved by committee members, 200
postcards were ordered based on the number of local businesses and organizations in
each community: 50 for Monson (Figure 26), 100 for Harpers Ferry-Bolivar (Figure 27), 25
for Damascus (Figure 28), and 25 for Hot Springs (Figure 29).
Once received on August 30th, postcards were customized with stamps and the handwritten mailing addresses of Supporter businesses and organizations, unaffiliated local
establishments, and community stakeholders. Although postcards were dropped off
at the local United States Postal Service (USPS) office during the first week of September
2019, postal delays due to COVID-19 were taken into account. Therefore, the survey
deadline was extended by one week.
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Figure 26 The Front of a Postcard, Hand-Crafted for Monson.

Figure 27 The Front of a Postcard, Hand-Crafted for Harpers Ferry-Bolivar.
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Figure 28 The Front of Postcard, Hand-Crafted for Damascus.

Figure 29 The Front of a Postcard, Hand-Crafted for Hot Springs.
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Figure 30 The Back of All Postcards.

Limitations of the Research
This assessment focused on small communities whose municipal boundaries directly
intersect the A.T. By excluding the A.T. CommunityTM program's county and area
designations, which do not directly intersect with the Trail, there was ultimately a lack of
variation in the sample regarding scale and proximity. A sample that encompassed a
broader range of communities, or a larger number of communities, may have yielded
different

results

related

to

program

engagement

and

sustainable

economic

development.
Several questions could be explored with a broader sample of communities. How many
designated A.T. Communities does the Trail pass through? And what role does proximity to
the A.T. play in communities' capacities to complete annual projects and programming?
Furthermore, how does this proximity to the A.T. affect their identities as trail towns? Should
these outlying communities even be considered trail towns? What is the average distance
of A.T. Communities from one another?
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Another set of questions could be asked related to regional variations in participation in
the A.T. CommunityTM program. Why do the State of Virginia and the Virginian region have
the most designations? Is it related to the length of the Trail in this state in comparison to
the other thirteen? In other words, because Virginia is the state with the longest stretch of
A.T., is this why more communities applied to join the network? Or is there an underlying
reason related to the Trail's internal design or the ATC's involvement? Are there more Trail
advocates in Virginia, or do these communities have more capacity to take on such a
role? With more research and a larger, more diverse sample of A.T. Communities, these
questions could be answered to provide more insight into the qualifications of an A.T.
CommunityTM.

Limitations of the Methodology
It was important to gather input from the administrators in the four selected trailside
communities. Yet, in-person qualitative interviews with town administrators, managers, and
mayors, as well as panners and commission members, were not conducted during site
visits in July of 2019. While the 2020 A.T. CommunityTM Survey solicited feedback from locals,
business owners, and employees, community stakeholders were overlooked as an
important population. Suppose interviews were carried out or a block was added to the
instrument's flow for former and present trail town leaders. In that case, there may be a
greater understanding of the ways in which the program impacted each community's
character and functionality. An expanded version of the research might also ask how
often the ATC interacts and collaborates with towns and Advisory Committees? How do
former mayors and managers who submitted their town's application to the ATC perceive
the A.T. CommunityTM program today? Would leaders view a rating system and greater
involvement from the ATC in the same light as survey participants? How does an A.T. Visitor
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Center's development impact a community's level of engagement and economic
development?
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CHAPTER 3 FOUR DESIGNATED TRAILSIDE COMMUNITIES
Highlights
Chapter 3 assesses and compares four A.T. CommunityTM designations by
geographic/spatial and community characteristics as well as planning efforts.
The historical and cultural backgrounds of Monson, Harpers Ferry-Bolivar,
Damascus, and Hot Springs, as well as their A.T. CommunityTM profiles, are further
analyzed.

Introduction
A small number of case study communities seemed ideal with the projected timeline to
conduct fieldwork and analyze collected data. To effectively assess and compare the
designations in each of the four A.T. regions (New England, Mid-Atlantic, Virginian, and
Southern), Monson, Harpers Ferry-Bolivar, Damascus, and Hot Springs were selected. The
overall strategy focused on geographic distribution, community character, trailcommunity relationships, and overall planning and design efforts (See Table 2). Below is a
list of criteria that drove the selection process:
Geographic Location
ATC Region
Location of the Trail in the Community
Proximity to Other Outdoor Recreational Resources, such as NPS Units and National
Trails
Proximity to the Nearest Metropolis
Community Profile
A.T. CommunityTM Rank
Date of Approval
Date of Designation
Type of Designation
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Type of Community
Size of Community
Population
Number of Local Unaffiliated Businesses and Organizations
Number of A.T. CommunityTM Supporter Businesses and Organizations
Reputation as a Destination for Through-Hikers
Planning, Conservation, + Engagement
Community Plans + Ordinances
Annual A.T. CommunityTM Project
Environmental Stewardship + Education Efforts
Participation in A.T. CommunityTM Summits
While counties account for 27% of the network’s communities, this type of designation was
not considered for this research. To create a roadmap for the program and ATC’s future,
it was important to understand trailside communities at the local level rather than the
regional level. How does the Trail connect towns within a region rather than regions
connect within a landscape?
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Table 2 A Comparison of the Four Case Study Communities.

46

Here are some preliminary assessments of the four communities based on the above
comparison in Table 2.

Comparison Overview
Monson is likely a 'dormant' or inactive A.T. CommunityTM, while Damascus and Hot Springs
seem to be conducting business as usual since their projects date way back before the
program even existed. In contrast, Harpers Ferry-Bolivar was likely guided directly by the
ATC when developing the Flip Flop Festival and ‘Tiger on the Trail’ program with federal
partner Harpers Ferry National Historic Park. Thus, this dual community ultimately has an
advantage because its home to the ATC.

Geographic Location
Geographic location was an important consideration in choosing each case study town.
Thus, the four towns were chosen not only for their positions along the Trail, representing
each of the four officially designated A.T. regions but also their locations in relation to the
Trail and the nearest large city.
Today the A.T. continues into Damascus and Hot Springs’s town centers, while the trail
route passes by local historical, cultural, and geographic landmarks within Monson and
Harpers Ferry. Damascus and Harpers Ferry relate in the sense that the Trail intersects with
parkland: Damascus on the municipal level (Damascus Town Park) and Harpers Ferry on
the federal level (Harpers Ferry National Historic Park).
Based on the major cities defined in MacKaye’s earlier maps of the A.T., Hot Springs is the
closest of the four communities to a large metropolis (Asheville). Monson and Damascus
are four times further away from a city than Hot Springs and twice the distance of Harpers
Ferry-Bolivar to Washington D.C.
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Community Profile
Understanding the size, population, and economic composition of the towns is important
for analyzing their connections to the A.T.
Monson has the most businesses and organizations, yet only one Supporter
business/organization is in town. In contrast, 50% of Harpers Ferry’s, 20% of Damascus’s, and
5% of Bolivar’s total businesses are affiliated with the ATC. Note that Bolivar is the smallest
in square mileage but is densely populated with both residents and businesses.

Planning, Conservation, + Engagement
Aspects of planning, local conservation projects, and engagement with the A.T. vary
considerably between the towns and offer a glimpse into the wide range of ways the A.T.
Communities intersect with the Trail.
Monson seems to be the least active A.T. CommunityTM of the four selected, based on its
lack of projects, engagement efforts, and summit participation, while Harpers Ferry and
Bolivar emerge as the towns most involved in this research because of the location of the
ATC Headquarters.
In contrast, Damascus’s planning and design efforts don’t go unnoticed. ‘Trail Town U.S.A.,’
therefore seems to be well on its way to being a successful A.T. CommunityTM, especially
with its active role in summits and the upcoming development of a new A.T. Visitor Center
in its downtown. Parallel to Harpers Ferry, there are opportunities in conservation,
environmental stewardship, and education.
Hot Springs, a model for the ATC program, became one of the first approved communities
in 2009, designating it as an example for other trailside communities to follow. However,
there are no designated Supporters in town, and representatives have only attended one
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summit in 2015. Other than TrailFest, which was implemented fifteen years before the
program’s establishment, Hot Springs and its Advisory Committee have not engaged in
new projects or initiatives within the past decade.

Figure 31 The Case Study Communities Along the A.T., Developed in QGIS (Foster 2021; Robinson
2020).

Figure 31 displays the four trailside communities and the different stretches of the Trail from
one end to another that they represent.
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Significance of the Four Selected A.T. Gateway Communities
Monson, Maine

Figure 32 Photographs from Left to Right: Original A.T. Signage at the Monson General Store, Lake
Hebron, Appalachian Trail Visitor Center & Monson Historical Society, and Hiram the Hiker's
Doppelgänger at Shaw's Hiker Hostel (Schottanes 2019).

Historical + Cultural Background
Incorporated in February of 1822, Monson, Maine, held its first community meeting to
establish a government administration the following April (Maine Narrow Gauge Railroad
Co. & Museum 2021) (Monson Historical Society 2021a). At this time, there were only ninety
residents.
Fifty years later, the town transformed into a booming hub for slate-quarrying after locals
discovered the resource in 1870. Following the arrival of new and immigrant workers, the
population continued to increase as the Monson Railroad began operations in 1883,
running black slate, postage, and even passengers to nearby Monson Junction (See Figure
33) (Monson, Maine 2021). The Monson #3 steam locomotive replaced the previous motive
powerhouse in 1913 and operated until 1943 (Maine Narrow Gauge Railroad Co. &
Museum 2021). Monson #4, parallel to #3, was built in 1918. While the narrow gauge line in
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Monson was demolished in 1943, #4 was decommissioned in 2015, almost 100 years later
after its development. From the Maine Slate Company to the Sheldon Slate Company,
formerly Portland-Monson Slate Company, mining and transportation efforts helped the
community built a name for itself in the industry.

Figure 33 A Historical Image of Monson Station (Monson Historical Society 2021b).

The Trail quickly became integrated into the community’s dynamics as the original route
intersected with Monson's core downtown. Modifications to the route shifted its location
away from the center and toward the western part of town.
Today Monson marks the beginning or end of the 100-Mile Wilderness section of the A.T.
and emerges as the last town before hikers reach Mount Katahdin's peak. However, it
wasn’t until the mid-1970s that foot traffic increased significantly, making Shaw's Hiker
Hostel one of the most visited lodging locations along the Trail by through- and sectionhikers to date.
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A.T. CommunityTM Profile
In the fall of 2011, Former Town Manager, Julie Anderson, described why Monson should
be selected as an A.T. CommunityTM and presented letters from the community in support.
Anderson explained that the “Appalachian Trail is a big part of our [The Town’s]
economics” and how the capitalization of local natural and recreation resources would
benefit the greater community.
Shaw’s Hiker Hostel described, “The hiker population is Monson’s business” and how the
business “exists solely because of hiker traffic through Monson… the last town before the
wilderness.” Furthermore, one account explained how 40% of their business in the spring,
summer, and early autumn “come from the hiker community. Another said to service
approximately “500-700 hikers per season.”
Monson, the first and “last resupplying leg” for through-hikers, became the first certified A.T.
CommunityTM in the State of Maine and the twenty-third trail wide during the summer of
2012. The Town’s only A.T. CommunityTM partner to date is the Monson General Store.

Figure 34 Monson’s Community Profile (Data from the ATC and U.S. Census Bureau, Imagery from
U.S. Department of Agriculture 2018 and Robinson 2020, Cartography by J. Schottanes).
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Harpers Ferry-Bolivar, West Virginia

Figure 35 Photographs Left to Right: Harpers Ferry National Historical Park, Potomac River, Lewis
Anthony Library, Bolivar Heights (Schottanes 2019).

Historical + Cultural Background
In December of 1825, Bolivar became an official town named in honor of “South American
freedom fighter Simon Bolivar” (Bolivar, WV 2021). Most of its community members were
farmers pre-Civil War; however, many left as Bolivar Heights transformed into a burning
battlefield. After the War, textile and paper mills emerged while farming and merchant
trades returned. World War I, specifically, boosted its local economy as the town
manufactured “leather and harnesses for the calvary” (Bolivar, WV 2021). Bolivar’s
population has continued to grow steadily since wartime efforts.
The town, Shenandoah Falls at Mr. Harper's Ferry or Shenandoah Falls, was created by the
Virginia General Assembly in 1763 after Robert Harper began operating “a ferry across the
Potomac River in 1761” (Corporation of Harpers Ferry 2021). In 1851, the town became the
Corporation of Harpers Ferry; however, it became a casualty of the Civil War parallel to
Bolivar. When Storer College, a historically black institution, opened on Camp Hill in 1867,
nineteen students enrolled (Roy 2013). Then, as the campus expanded, more students
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arrived. Eventually, most of the community became a part of the NPS’ Harpers Ferry
National Historic Park in 1944.
Today Storer College is home to the NPS’ Harpers Ferry Center for media services and the
Stephen T. Mather Training Center. Close by is the Headquarters and Visitor Center in the
Harpers Ferry’s Historic District. Traditionally, ATC employees photograph hikers in front of
the building with a polaroid camera to mark their final journey's halfway point. However,
this may also be the starting point for those who choose to ‘flip-flop’ along the Trail to avoid
foot traffic and contribute to conservation efforts. The ATC has continued to maintain and
add to its inventory of hiker photographs and their trail names since 1979 (Appalachian
Trail Conservancy 2011).

A.T. CommunityTM Profile
Community representative, Joe Anderson, explained in Harpers Ferry-Bolivar’s 2011 A.T.
CommunityTM Application that “a working relationship exists and is developing between
the” ATC, NPS, and towns to highlight local opportunities on the Trail and address hiker
needs. The primary goal of this designation was to “increase awareness of and interest in
trail usage, trail stewardship, and efforts focused on” their improvements.
This designation is incredibly unique today because of the alliance between the two
adjacent towns, Bolivar and Harpers Ferry. Because the communities share the title, sixteen
local businesses and organizations currently participate in the Supporter program: fourteen
from Harpers Ferry and two from Bolivar.
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Figure 36 Harpers Ferry’s Community Profile (Data from the ATC and U.S. Census Bureau, Imagery
from U.S. Department of Agriculture 2018 and Robinson 2020, Cartography by J. Schottanes).

Figure 37 Bolivar’s Community Profile (Data from the ATC and U.S. Census Bureau, Imagery from
U.S. Department of Agriculture 2018 and Robinson 2020, Cartography by J. Schottanes).
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Damascus, Virginia

Figure 38 Photographs from Left to Right: A.T. Mural, Beaverdam Creek, Briar Patch Antiques, A.T.
CommunityTM Supporter, A.T. in Damascus Center (Schottanes 2019).

Historic + Cultural Background
Damascus’s roots in trailblazing have existed since the early 1760s. Daniel Boone’s path led
to the footing of the ‘Mock’s [Grist] Mill’ community, which later became Damascus in
1886. Confederate Brigadier General John D. Imboden intended on manufacturing steel
in the town but then turned to the timber industry due to a lack of iron deposits (Town of
Damascus 2021). In 1887, rail lines began extending to the Damascus Depot for the
commercial freight of lumber. In 1906, the Hassinger Lumber Company expanded into the
Damascus area from Pennsylvania, bringing over four hundred employees within its first
decade.
After the boom, the USFS was established, and the resource was now being protected
instead of exploited. More workers came to Damascus, drafted by the CCC in the 1930s
to assist with park planning. However, after the completion of the Trail, among other
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outdoor recreation resources, others relocated to the town and entered the factory
workforce during wartime.
Earl Schaeffer, the A.T.’s first recognized through-hiker, recalled reaching Damascus in his
1948 journal and described it as a “very nice town, surrounded by mtns.” (Shaffer 1948).
Damascus has remained a small, rural community but has added to its trail collection since
then. The A.T., Crooked Road Music Trail, Daniel Boone Heritage Trail, Iron Mountain Trail,
U.S. Bicycle Route 76, Virginia Birding and Wildlife Trail, and Virginia Creeper Trail cross paths
within its boundaries. Damascus, therefore, branded itself as 'Trail Town USA,' and trail users
nicknamed it as the ‘Friendliest Town on the Trail’ (Town of Damascus 2021).

A.T. CommunityTM Profile
Former Mayor, Jack McCrady, submitted Damascus’s A.T. CommunityTM application to the
ATC on December 6th, 2010, with the hope of commemorating the town’s longstanding
relationship with the A.T through this designation on the upcoming 25th anniversary of Trail
Days. McCrady further addresses how ecotourism “brought the town out of the economic
slump of the late 1980s.” The success of the first Trail Days celebration in May of 1986
inspired Damascus to host another in 1987 to mark the 50th anniversary of the Trail’s
completion. Today, the three-day festival involves a hiker parade, exhibits and vendors,
both local and from across the nation, live music and an auction, group hiking and biking,
and, lastly, a community and hiker-wide camping event in the town designated open
space known as ‘Tent City.’ It’s “huge…for this town and especially crucial to its economy”
annually as it attracts thousands of visitors and hikers (Epps and News Channel 11 2020).
According to the town’s 2020-2021 Budget Amendment Summary, Trail Days sources
$60,000 for Damascus (Town of Damascus 2020).

57

Today the town has five designated ATC business partnerships: Briar Patch Antiques,
Damascus Branch Public Library, Eula’s Hair Styling, Hikers Inn, and Mt. Rogers Outfitters
(Appalachian Trail Conservancy 2021e).

Figure 39 Damascus’s Community Profile (Data from the ATC and U.S. Census Bureau, Imagery from
U.S. Department of Agriculture 2018 and Robinson 2020, Cartography by J. Schottanes).
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Hot Springs, North Carolina

Figure 40 Photographs from Left to Right: A.T. Marker in Town Center, Spring Creek, Hot Springs
Welcome Center, North-East Entrance into Hot Springs (Schottanes 2019).

Historical + Cultural Background
Hot Springs, formerly known as Warm Springs, was named for its mineral-rich waters. William
Neilson purchased the resource in 1791 and began accommodating tourists who traveled
to bathe in the springs over 100 degrees in temperature in hopes to benefit from its
perceived ‘healing powers’ (Hot Springs, NC Welcome Center & Tourism Association
2021a). James Patton, then, became its new owner in 1831 and built the Warm Springs
Hotel to attract more visitors and host grand events. With a change in ownership once
again in 1862, the development of a rail line in 1882, and the establishment of the Mountain
Park Hotel in 1886, Warm Springs prospered, and even more, after the finding of an even
hotter spring, which designated a new town identity. For thirty years, the community
profited from its water resources and resort industries.

Unfortunately, World War I and the organization of an internment camp in Hot Springs
impacted Hot Spring’s economy as well as its identity as a destination (Hot Springs, NC
Welcome Center & Tourism Association 2021a). Nearly forgotten, the A.T. gave the
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community a new purpose, which caused its population to soar until 1940. Today the Trail
passes through its center and over the French Broad River.
Hot Springs, now recognized gateway community to the City of Asheville and Great Smoky
National Park, hosted its first ‘TrailFest’ to celebrate the outdoors in April 1995 (Hot Springs,
NC Welcome Center & Tourism Association 2021b).

A.T. CommunityTM Profile
The ATC selected Hot Springs as one of the model communities for the primitive A.T.
CommunityTM program in 2006 (Appalachian Trail Conservancy 2021f). A survey instrument
was distributed to community members during the annual TrailFest celebration in the spring
and the Bluff Mountain Festival in the summer. Of the 124 total participants, 48% informed
the ATC that the A.T.’s most positive impact on Hot Springs was related to economic
development, stemming from tourism (Peppel 2007). At this time, the initiative to create a
trail town designation program was not so much on the community’s radar. Rather, locals
considered the ATC’s active role in land-use and recreation planning most important,
based on November 2006 results.
Because of its role early on with the initiative, Hot Springs, by default, became the second
A.T. CommunityTM in the program in 2010. Nowadays, volunteers at the Welcome Center
greet through-hikers and point them in the direction of the Public Library, a designation for
safe gear storage and information on nearby amenities.
There are currently no Supporters in Hot Springs.
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Figure 41 Hot Springs’s Community Profile (Data from the ATC and U.S. Census Bureau, Imagery
from U.S. Department of Agriculture 2018 and Robinson 2020, Cartography by J. Schottanes).
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CHAPTER 4 DATA ANALYSIS
Highlights
Chapter 4 analyzes the characteristics of the targeted participants in this research
(residents, employees, and business owners) as well as the findings from the 2020
A.T. CommunityTM Survey.
From July 13th to September 25th, 2019, 132 responses were collected, and 93
participants of the total sample size finished the Qualtrics® survey.
The block ‘Revisioning the A.T. CommunityTM Program’ solicited open-ended
responses to uncover the answer to the research question, ‘How do the A.T.
CommunityTM and Supporter programs achieve aspects of MacKaye's original
vision of regional planning?’

Introduction
In total, the 2020 A.T. CommunityTM Survey comprised of 30 questions: seven open-ended,
thirteen close-ended, and ten semi-closed-ended. Recorded responses were categorized
by community, connection (relationship to community), and business/organization
affiliation (affiliated Supporter vs. local unaffiliated), resulting in 44 potential flows. The base
consisted of three questions to determine which community the participant was
connected to (Monson, Harpers Ferry-Bolivar, Damascus, or Hot Springs) and their role(s)
(resident, employee, business/organization owner). The block for residents presented two
questions designed to build a correlation between residency length and perception, while
the block for employees asks only one question to grasp why professionals were drawn to
the rural community.
In contrast, the survey displayed five questions to business/organization owners because
of the importance of sustainable economic development to this research and the
underlying question, ‘How does the A.T. boost the business climate of these rural trailside
towns?’ The participants, then, were prompted to respond to a set of questions based on
their businesses or organizations’ relationship to the ATC. Overall awareness of the
Supporter program was a significant focus in the block intended for local undesignated
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establishments, while the interdependence between the ATC and Supporters emerged as
a theme in the Supporter block, which entailed one open-, two closed-, and three semiclosed-ended questions.
All respondents were tasked with evaluating the A.T. CommunityTM program, sharing their
long-term vision for their town, and suggesting any additional comments at the end of the
survey. This block was most important to the thesis research for it’s a facilitator for
revisioning the ATC programs and assessing the success of MacKaye’s A.T. movement 100
years later. Of the ten questions, there were five open-, four closed-, and one semi-closeended.
Below are the results of the close- and semi-close-ended questions. Each bar graph
displays the number of total responses for each multiple-choice.

Base of the 2020 A.T. CommunityTM Survey
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Closed + Semi-Closed Questions
Of the 90 participants who consented to the study and completed 100% of the survey,
only 2 accessed the instrument via a QR Code from social media or a delivered postcard.
Harpers Ferry and Bolivar participants accounted for 44% of this total sample size (n= 90).
49% of participants were residents of one of the four selected case study communities,
and 42% are long-term locals (over ten years). 51% of people were connected to their
community by employment: 26% local business/organization owners and 26% employees.
Table 3 visualizes the survey responses collected in each of the four case studies, Monson,
Harpers Ferry-Bolivar, Damascus, and Hot Springs, further and creates a more detailed
account of community profiles and perspectives. While this methodology focused on
gathering insight into if and/or how the ATC’s Supporter program impacts the broader
trailside business climate, the Supporters sample within each designation is insufficient to
make comparisons.
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Table 3 A Comparison of Survey Data from the Four Selected Communities.
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Overview
Since their A.T. CommunityTM designations, the most apparent changes in conservation
practices in Harpers Ferry-Bolivar and Damascus were related to the development of trail
resources. In addition to this transformation, Hot Springs participants saw an increase in
forest protection and the development of environmental education programs in its local
school system. Among its distributed responses,18% of Monson’s sample saw no changes.
However, Monson did see a positive change in its economic development. In contrast,
participants from Harpers Ferry-Bolivar, Damascus, and Hot Springs were ultimately unsure
of the program’s economic impacts, yet some thought perhaps. All four communities
stated that they would benefit if the ATC became more involved in events and if a rating
system was initiated. Ultimately, participants do not view this program as a threat to their
community. Most likely, this is contributed to a greater lack of awareness, collaboration,
and physical change.
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The quantitative data below, derived from the closed and semi-closed questions,
delineates the demographic and community profiles of Damascus, Harpers Ferry-Bolivar,
Hot Springs, and Monson further.

Monson
The majority of the Monson sample (n=11) were long-term residents who lived in town for
over ten years but were not originally from the community. 45% worked in town, while 55%
specifically owned a local business or organization. 50% claimed that 0% of their customer
base was hikers, while 33% were ultimately unsure. 67% of business and organization owners
do not hire additional employees during the peak trail season. There were no Supporters
in this sample, and all business/organization owners did not know about the Supporter
program.
64% stated that the designation program positively contributed to local economic
development. However, most respondents said that Monson would benefit from greater
ATC involvement and a rating system.

Harpers Ferry-Bolivar
53% of the forty-count sample from Harpers Ferry and Bolivar were strictly residents and
had no other connections to the shared community. 18% lived, worked, and owned a
business/organization, while 10% were only employees. Participants chose to operate a
business because they considered Harpers Ferry-Bolivar to have an ideal customer base
and geographic location close to home.
The seasonality of hiking did not influence 55% of business/organization owners to hire more
help. 91% claimed that hikers only represented 0-25% of total patrons. Furthermore, 55% of
the business/organization participants were not Supporters. Yet, half of this group were
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aware of the program that designates local companies, which is significantly more than
the unaffiliated business populations in the three other selected communities. 60% of
Supporter businesses were not considerably affected by the program. Tourism from the
Harpers Ferry National Historic Park seems to contribute more to local businesses' growth
and vitality, both affiliated and unaffiliated with the ATC.

Damascus
42% of the total nineteen participants from Damascus lived and worked in the town as well
as owned a local business. 32% surveyed only lived in town, while 21% exclusively owned
and operated a local business or organization. 17% of participants owned Supporter
businesses or organizations partnered with the ATC for eight to ten years. Of the 83% of
respondents with unaffiliated businesses, 80% were unaware of the Supporter program.
Most moved to Damascus and chose to operate a business in town because of its unique
character.

Hot Springs
20 Hot Springs community members participated in the survey. Of the 80% resident base,
38% also worked and owned a local business in town. 69% moved to Hot Springs because
of its unique character, while 56% considered its geographic location ideal. 63% are longterm residents, while 25% have only recently relocated to Hot Springs in the past zero to
two years.
20% either were connected town by employment. Most chose to establish and operate a
business in town due to proximity to home and ideal customer base. 67% of owners
classified their business/organization as an accommodation or outdoor adventure and
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recreation service. Only 11% hire additional workers during the peak trail season due to the
low percentage of hiker patrons (0-25%).
22% of local business/organization owners identified as A.T. CommunityTM Supporters. 86%
of the local businesses and organizations unaffiliated with the ATC said to be unaware of
the Supporter program.

Open-Ended Questions
Unlike the close- and semi-close-ended questions, participants of the 2020 A.T.
CommunityTM Survey were not required to respond to the seven open-ended prompts. For
this analysis, all 132 recorded responses were taken into account, both in progress and
finished.

Unaffiliated Businesses

While 79% of local business owners were ultimately unaware of the Supporter program,
one perceived it to be exclusive to only A.T. hiker associations. Another participant
suggested that the ‘benefits’ were not reciprocated with the amount of time dedicated
to supporting the ATC, clubs, and hikers. Therefore, businesses' lack of knowledge and
understanding of the program and incentive seem to explain low participation numbers.
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A.T. CommunityTM Supporters

One of the five total participants who answered the above question realized that their
business was not a certified Supporter after reviewing some of the questions in this block.
Another explained how the organization and its local Friends group benefited
“tremendously from a long-term working relationship” with the ATC, especially when
addressing

the

organization

of

events

and

funding

projects.

24%

of

businesses/organizations owners identified as Supporters in this study, and only half chose
to explain the program’s effect on their company. Most likely, the Supporter program did
not affect the routines and patrons, both regular and seasonal, of the affiliated businesses.
This population is only 10% of the survey’s total sample size, which also explains the poor
responses.

Revisioning the A.T. CommunityTM Program

37% of participants thought their community’s designation positively contributed to its
town’s business climate/economic development. 58% were unsure of the financial benefits
connected to the ATC’s program: 32% responded ‘I Don’t Know’ and 26% chose ‘Maybe.’
Twenty-seven people further explained how the program improved or increased the
economic growth of their A.T. CommunityTM. One reflected how “hikers and tourists see
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the designation as recognition that this community supports visitors” and further suggested
that progress occurs when community members embrace the designation. A.T.
CommunityTM banners and Supporter decals welcome hikers and visitors to the town and
are the community’s way of respecting and thanking them for their business. Others
pointed toward the ATC’s conscious effort to enhance ecosystem services as well as
resources for through-, section, and day-hikers. A Monson resident put in plain words that
“anything associated with the A.T is inherently positive for growth,” and a Harpers FerryBolivar local considered the community's ‘Flip Flop Festival’ celebrating outdoor recreation
and promoting flip-flop through-hikes as a great catalyst for economic development.
Overall, survey respondents perceive the designation as a way to reach a national
audience, increase the customer base of these small-town businesses, and encourage
visitors to return and explore a different part of the community, unique to its history and
culture and separate from the Trail. They explain how the communities along the A.T. are
the transient homes of the backpackers and peak baggers and the families of those who
choose to trek the Trail.

Forty-nine respondents evaluated the infographic for the model A.T. CommunityTM rating
system. Below is a list of positive feedback regarding the system’s concept and overall
structure:
“Community involvement is always welcomed, and this system sets some goals for
the ATC and community.”
“...sometimes a reward system works! Why not?”
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It’s an “opportunity for a community to be recognized for successful efforts.”
o

It “establishes a pathway for continued growth and development” and
could “keep local creative juices flowing and people engaged.

It revolves “around creating a positive community image and inclusion.”
The rating system doesn’t restrict creativity or push for “uniformity across all trail
communities.”
This would naturally foster “a symbiotic relationship” between the ATC and
community members.

Here are some constructive comments toward the model rating system:
“This looks like something that someone who sits at a desk all day came up with to
justify their paycheck.”
There’s “some danger of detracting from the trail experience by packaging or
branding the A.T.”
“I really do not think the ATC has any idea what will benefit Damascus until the ATC
has put their boots on the ground with those of us who are promoting the ATC. We
will just have to figure it out as we go.”
“Small town budgets may not have the flexibility or funding to do required
activities.”
It “appears to be a bit of a cookie-cutter approach,” and I’m unsure “if it is flexible
enough to adequately address the real differences between varied trail town
realities.”
“It would be difficult for some to accept because it places so much emphasis on
the AT, and there are other wonderful reasons to visit Monson.”
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“It would need buy-in from the town government and residents and people willing
to step forward and spearhead — organize, fund, evangelize — programs that
support the Trail.”
“It seems like the kind of program that the ATC has a history of internalizing and
never actualizing.”
Many participants required more context on the program itself to respond to this question.
While some focused more on the infographic’s design and the labels for the stages (See
Figure), others paid attention to the system’s broader mission. Overall, community
members expressed how this mock system may give locals and leaders an incentive to
become more engaged. However, to create a more accessible, inclusive, and equitable
system that provokes a positive change within an A.T. CommunityTM, it seems that the
rating needs to be driven by the ecological, economic, and social goals and
accomplishments of program participants. The number of Supporters within a community
seems arbitrary, and tourists and hikers should not be at the heart of the system.

Of the forty-six respondents, 39% explained that they were unaware of the program and
unable to answer due to a lack of knowledge. One person even claimed that this was the
first time they’ve heard of an A.T. CommunityTM. In contrast, the 61% familiar with the
program initiative discussed its strengths and weaknesses.
Here are some perceived strengths:
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The program gives “positive attention to a beautiful place with a wonderful historic
trail connecting us to the epitome of hiking in the outdoors.”
“It has brought together a working committee with an eye on the trail and outdoorrelated economic development.”
It not only promotes a sense of community locally, but it connects communities
with other A.T. Communities
Below is a list of concerns and observed weaknesses:
“I don’t see what it adds for residents.”
“I'd guess that most residents are not even aware of this program.”
It’s “almost entirely a volunteer process.”

Fifty participants responded to the above question. Here are some of their visions:
“I really would like to see more programs —regularly occurring and well-publicized
ones— in town that invite both locals and visitors to participate” on the Trail.
“I would like to see a more active interplay between the hikers and the community
beyond the hostels and restaurants.”

o The town should play a large part in the maintenance of the trail, and the
role of hikers should be exploratory.
I hope that the community’s “old mountain feel” is preserved.
“I don’t want our towns to become a seasonal campground with hikers just passing
through.”
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In total, there were 38 additional comments, ideas, or suggestions. The majority of
comments were either no, keep up the good work, or thank you for taking this on.
However, here are some statements that stood out:
I think that the community would appreciate seeing ATC leaders more engaged.
The Canal Towns Partnership (CTP) does a better job at bringing community
representatives together regularly.
Please “care about the town, not just the economics of the [hiking] season.”
I love how the ATC gets local kids and those from nearby cities out on the Trail.
Reach out to town leaders more.

An Analysis of the Methodology
Visual Communication + Outreach Efforts
Phase I: Connecting with Local Businesses + A.T. CommunityTM Supporters
Two hundred and two total emails were delivered to potential participants from July
to September 2020: 55% introducing the research, 49% giving notice to the survey’s
upcoming closing date, and 6% connecting the municipalities regarding social media
announcements.
One Supporter responded, “I completed the survey and forwarded your letter to the
Town Manager so he can share it with other business owners. I am sending this to a
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couple of business owners I have emails for. Cool survey and right to the point.”
Another wrote, “Finally did the survey. Good luck!”
While three of the four selected communities were easy to get in touch with by email
and phone and quickly accommodated my blurb requests, it was difficult to connect
with the Town of Hot Springs’s administration.

Phase II: Embracing Social Media During COVID-19
The most active forums included Facebook© and Instagram©, and it seemed that
community members liked the opportunity to join the conversation. Six announcement
posts were published on the case study communities’ accounts in mid-July: five on
Facebook© and one on Instagram©. Four reminder posts were published in midSeptember on Facebook©. There were thirty-six likes, four shares, and two comments
on the ten posts combined. Damascus’s Instagram© account received about 64% of
the total likes. The sketch of the Mount Rogers National Recreation Area’s Deep Gap
Shelter in Damascus seemed to get 42% of post viewers' attention. At the same time, a
social media user commented on how the illustration of Hot Springs’s town center was
great. Therefore, it’s clear how the reminder post with a sketch of each community’s
character captivated 55% of viewers and was shared with friends four times.

Phase III: Delivering Hand-Crafted Postcards to Stakeholders
30% accessed the forum in mid-to-late July following the distribution of the A.T. Comm
newsletter and the implementation of Phase I and II of the outreach methodology,
while 55% began the survey in September just as hand-crafted postcards were being
delivered to Supporters and stakeholders. Therefore, Phase III seemed to yield the most
participants of all visual communication and outreach efforts during this process.
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Qualtrics® Survey
On average, participants completed the online survey in a total of 15 minutes, as
anticipated and explained in its introduction. 70% finished all potential blocks in the survey
flow, while 19% completed less than half of the survey’s questions. 3% had 65% progress.
3% completed 90% of the total survey. The majority of people (81%) completed more than
half of the 2020 A.T. CommunityTM Survey, demonstrating this method’s success in soliciting
input from the four selected trailside towns.
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CHAPTER 5 CONCLUSIONS
Highlights
Chapter 5 discusses regional awareness and connectivity, a new strategy for
approaching MacKaye’s radical community plan in 2021, and COVID-19’s role in
future economic development.
The A.T. CommunityTM and Supporter programs achieve little of MacKaye’s original
regional planning vision as they have no teeth.
The ATC's next steps include revising its mission to fit within MacKaye’s Conference
instead of appropriating his radical vision to the ATC’s guardian mold.

A Pathless Program
The A.T. CommunityTM and Supporter programs achieve aspects of MacKaye's original
vision of regional planning only by developing the beginnings of a regional support
network, recognizing a need for a focus on sustainable economic development, and
‘requiring’ annual projects. However, just like MacKaye’s A.T., this program is pathless,
which means that there is potential to initiate lost planning ideologies and visualize change
once again!
Here are other outcomes from this research:
The programs’ defined short-term and long-term benefits are not practical.
Participants from Monson, Harpers Ferry-Bolivar, Damascus, and Hot Springs have
not seen a positive impact on their community’s economy since their designation
in a period of eight to ten years.
There is not enough data to understand the extent to which the ATC’s recognition
efforts enhance participating trailside communities.
Temporary trail residents, ‘through-hikers,’ seemed to benefit more from the
programs’ initiatives.
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There is no correlation between the number of Supporter businesses and
organizations in a designated community and seasonal hiker tourism. All four A.T.
Communities had a low percentage of hiker customers.
There is no correlation between the location along the Trail and a community’s
fiscal health. The Supporter program did not significantly impact the growth or
vitality of affiliated business participants.

Connecting-The-Communities
It’s evident from this research that the A.T. significantly contributes to the identity of its
mountainside communities, specifically those rural. Yet, in 1921, MacKaye recognized a
much greater picture — these gateways would fundamentally give character and life to
the footpath through its users and connected neighbors. In 2021, MacKaye’s deep-rooted
concept

for

regional

connectivity,

social

change,

and sustainable

economic

development through regional planning is 100 years overdue. A program, specifically for
A.T. Communities, is a step in the right direction, but there is much more to this
development than branding and recognition.

Developing a Framework for Achieving MacKaye’s Vision
In the ‘Trail Years: A History of the Appalachian Trail Conference’ 75th Anniversary Issue of
the Appalachian Trailway News, Robert A. Rubin questioned, “When ATC’s centennial rolls
around in 2025, what challenges will the Trail be facing?” from land acquisition and
management to membership and education as well as the ATC’s internal role in the future.
Specifically, the Conference understood the importance of participating in a continuous,
all-inclusive planning and design process to fight urban sprawl, protect the resource and
surrounding hinterlands, and expand its user base.
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MacKaye’s trail, however, was not designed for the privileged and “never just about
hiking” (Marra 2020b). Instead, it was progressive, radical, and ultimately a movement to
connect communities and people. Yet, Avery’s A.T., ‘apolitical,’ fostered exclusion and
displacement because of its roots in passive outdoor recreation and specifically hiking.
Today the “A.T. is not racially or ethnically diverse. It is not accessible to people
from low-income communities. It is not always a safe place for women. And, it is
not relevant to many people we consider to be part of the next generation” (Marra
2020a).
MacKaye and his regional planner friends foresaw the evils of the A.T.’s publicized hiking
trail identity. Still, his movement was replaced by Avery with a development with no
political strings attached and no pathless and rugged wilderness expanse.
To develop a framework for finally bringing MacKaye’s regional plan to fruition, it is highly
recommended that the ATC adds regional planners to their team of organization
developers, administrators, financial advisors, publicists, and conservationists. The ATC
should set a new focus on the needs of its trailside communities because it’s time to move
from supporting at a social distance and back to the basics behind MacKaye’s blueprint:
craftsmanship, cooperation, education, and trade.
The conservation and outdoor recreation visions of the early 20th century can be adapted
to 21st-century sustainable economic development priorities. MacKaye’s trailway
concept for a permanent reform was well ahead of its time and well-aligned with today’s
sensibilities toward ecology, economy, engagement, and equity in America. Therefore,
this is not a nostalgic revival of the past but the evolution of a previous unfilled and overdue
dream for humanity.
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Change + Adaptation
Monson and Damascus were communities with resource-extraction-based economies
and a workforce of immigrant miners and migrant loggers, while Harpers Ferry-Bolivar and
Hot Springs seemed to embrace a tourism economic sector before World War I. Harpers
Ferry was a college community attracting educators and students, and Hot Springs was a
resort town supported by its natural waters and visitor services.

In general, A.T.

Communities adapted to local environmental conditions and, in particular, shifting
resources and developments.
But at the time of MacKaye's 1921 proposal, local boosters and reformers realized "a social
and economic declension" in New England and Appalachian mountain communities and
ironically feared its spread (Gregg 2010, 5). Because these rural towns "remained largely
detached from expanding regional markets, even as road networks and rail lines bisected
their ranges" (Gregg 2010, 1), modernist outsiders exaggerated that their traditional and
'backward' way of life belonged to an earlier time and was unsustainable. Even by the
mid-1920s, radio broadcasting infrastructure was limited to northern Appalachia (See
Figure 42). However, this disconnection would leave the communities vulnerable to the
expansion of government and their ambition for a greater forest and park system.
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Figure 42 A Glimpse of Radio Broadcasting Infrastructures on the East Coast in 1924 (The George F.
Cram Company 1924).

The mountain culture would shift with the progression of telecommunications and land use
planning

efforts.

Casually,

local,

state,
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and

federal

officials

restructured

the

unprecedented mountain landscape and developed "a new, largely recreational, forest
commons" (Gregg 2010, 220). In doing so, private land was acquired, leaving many
displaced. Some relocated their farms nearby, while others, specifically young adults (K.
Johnson 2006, 11), moved to a metropolitan for excitement and new employment
opportunities (See Figure 43). Federal conservation planners envisioned a playground on
the east coast, dominated by the tourist industry and free of small, subsistent farms, but
regionalist

planners,

like

MacKaye,

planned

for

the

opposite,

specifically

an

interconnected camp paradigm beginning with shelters and farming and food resource
developments and ending with use specific compounds (Dalbey 2002, 54–55).

Figure 43 1890, 1930, and 1960 Population Estimates in America (Thompson and Whelpton).

Trail town residents were forced "to participate in the life of their modernizing country" to
accommodate automobilists and hikers (Wallace Jr. 2016). Yet, toward the end of the 20th
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century, it was evident to locals that "backpackers don't buy things," and outdoor
recreation-based enterprises proved not to be as profitable as land-use planners
anticipated in the early 1930s (Gregg 2010, 217).
Today, there is still a cultural, economic, and physical divide between metropolitan and
rural A.T. CommunityTM populations and even more digitally in the 21st century. MacKaye's
ideal trail town embodied “independence, challenge, and rugged survival” in the
wilderness (Gregg 2010, 3), a sustainable dual-compound lifestyle planned at both human
non-industrial and larger industrial scales. MacKaye had already witnessed a substantial
economic change in the region over the prior century. He wrote, “many an Appalachian
hilltown has fewer families today than a hundred years ago. It has been wrecked through
forest mining: it can be restored through forest culture” regionally (Dalbey 2002, 56). Today,
forest conservation has wrecked that early vision. But developing a community based on
cooperation among people and between the land and people is still applicable in rural
America. It connects with today’s growing interest in sustainable communities and
development. Furthermore, there is an opportunity to foster MacKaye’s people industry,
with consumption, employment, leisure, and production all occurring in one location
(Dalbey 2002, 54): designated A.T. Communities. MacKaye’s vision of farm and food
camps resonates well with today’s community-supported agriculture and local farmer’s
markets.
Based on MacKaye’s background in geography, he understood that land-use,
transportation, production management, and settlement pattern issues were regional
planning problems and recognized that collaboration and connectivity are the social
solutions implemented around a footpath development (Dalbey 2002, 48). Recreation
communities today draw in retirement age people, but a multi-tiered community structure
may lead to a new population and clustering pattern that is one toward a greater, less
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crowded sustainable future! The ATC has the potential to rearticulate the relationships
between individual isolated, A.T. Communities and governance in the future.

COVID-19
The ATC employed the ‘COVID-19 Impact Survey for Appalachian Communities and
Service Providers’ during the spring of 2020 and developed the ‘Appalachian Trail
CommunityTM, Businesses, & Service Providers COVID-19 Impact Report’ in response. This
report aimed to analyze how the pandemic impacted the rural towns along the Trail and
its ‘guardian’ groups and identify the needs of this targeted population during this time
(See Appendix A).
Based on the results, 49% of the participants were connected to an A.T. CommunityTM.
Participants expressed how financial losses, virus spread, and the local community were
the most concerning when COVID-19 impacts came to mind. 49% of businesses closed
their doors to the public by order or recommendation between March and April, and on
average, business respondents said to have lost 70% of their annual income.
While this master’s thesis did not aim to further document the perceptions of A.T.
CommunityTM members on the pandemic, it’s important to broaden the focus beyond
businesses and providers and consider how COVID-19 impacts the missions of the ATC and
these programs, as well as trail planning and management, moving forward, based on the
given feedback. Below are some excerpts of shared responses to open-ended questions
presented in the 2020 A.T. CommunityTM Survey:
Through-hikers are now “the minority of the tourist populations who come to our
town… they were the majority of party patrons” before COVID-19.
“There is a fair number of people in the community and on the trail” who currently
view the ATC negatively.
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o

“I believe that's related to what they see as a corporate rollover when the
ATC advised people to get off the trail due to COVID.”

“COVID has hit our volunteer participation and our activities a great deal.”
“In view of the current pandemic and the chaos that it has created,” I’m not sure
that I have a long-term vision for my community.
Locals and employees were also impacted when the ATC requested through-hikers to
cancel or postpone their trek until 2022 and paused the 2,000-miler recognition program
(Appalachian Trail Conservancy 2020). The NPS responded to the ATC’s petition for the
temporary closure of the Trail by releasing the Superintendent’s Compendium of Orders
that restricts the use of shelters and privies, among other public features in parkland
(National Park Service and Janssen 2021).
As long as COVID-19 continues to spread throughout the nation, not only are A.T.
Communities at risk but the program itself. Most designated communities are rural, and this
pandemic may just be an outbreak that ends the community aspect of MacKaye’s vision
north to south. The 2020 A.T. CommunityTM Survey participants who visioned death upon
their communities may just be right unless the ATC steps in!

Next Steps for the ATC
The A.T. CommunityTM and Supporter programs ultimately have no teeth, meaning that
they are ineffective at meeting the needs of local trailside communities and businesses. In
other words, these initiatives are ‘paper programs.’ The concept is appealing, yet it lacks
structure in its application and disregards the planning aspects of MacKaye’s 1921 vision.
Many participants of the 2020 A.T. CommunityTM Survey were unaware of the program
itself. Locals, stakeholders, business/organization owners, and employees exist within these
designated A.T. Communities all year long and are the recommended beneficiaries of this
program initiative. In the ATC’s 2012 A.T. CommunityTM Logic Model, the program's
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expected outputs included five to ten new designations, networking events, and
workshops/webinars each year. However, efforts to raise internal/external awareness,
increase a community’s capabilities and build an extensive regional network had little to
no impact because of the following reasons:
The Trail has always been historically and culturally integrated into its gateway
communities since the trail-building era.
Most participants in this study seemed to already understand the modern
challenges of the A.T. from hiker amenities to trail maintenance and conservation,
without prior knowledge of the programs.
There is no formal platform for designated communities and Supporters to actively
collaborate and lean on each other for support.
78% of affiliated businesses and organizations are involved in A.T. CommunityTM
events and initiatives, yet 67% stated that the Supporter program has not
significantly contributed to growth and vitality.
66% of the 2020 A.T. CommunityTM Survey participants felt that their designated
community would benefit if the ATC became more involved in community events,
which implies that there is not enough interaction between the ATC and A.T.
Communities.
Only one A.T. Community, Franklin-NC, has renewed its partnership with the ATC.
Therefore, it is assumed that many communities are ‘dormant’ and not engaged
with the program.
There is not enough evidence to support that either program catalyzed
sustainable economic development within the past ten years. 38% were unsure if
the A.T. CommunityTM program positively contributed to economic development
in their community, and 46% believed that the A.T. CommunityTM Supporter
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program has not significantly contributed to the growth and vitality of their
business or organization.
43% said that their A.T. CommunityTM did not have an Advisory Committee.
The ATC approached the program with a “This is what A.T. Communities are
selling” attitude (Appalachian Trail Conservancy 2016, 14), and the only planning
efforts executed were related to designation ceremonies.

Reclaiming a Lost Role
The ATC strives to "ensure a bright future for the" A.T. by advocating, managing and
protecting

the

Trail

(Appalachian

Trail

Conservancy

2021a)(Appalachian

Trail

Conservancy 2021g). Based on the 2021-24 Strategic Plan, the ATC further aims to bolster
funding and infrastructure, create a more climate-resilient A.T., engage new people and
partners, enhance communication and outreach efforts, protect the A.T. experience, and
strengthen shared stewardship. While embracing justice, equity, diversity, and inclusion
(JEDI) principles and redefining A.T. CommunityTM roles and responsibilities emerge as great
steps toward restructuring the non-profit organization, planning "for a second century of
cooperative management" may put the ATC at even more of a disadvantage in terms of
planning and power of the NST (Appalachian Trail Conservancy 2021g). After
collaborating with the NPS and USFS as well as state, corporate, and non-profit
organizational partners and volunteer clubs during the A.T.'s first century, there now seem
to be too many actors involved with management/protection. Yet, in MacKaye's plan,
experts, volunteers, and community members' roles were well articulated, especially when
it came to trail and camp construction processes.
Experts now have a more dominant role in the Trail's development. The NPS is largely
responsible for the NST's planning studies and documents while the USFS maintains the Trail's
wilderness. It's understandable that because the Trail crosses paths with federal, state, and
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municipal land and parks and protected areas, the power hierarchy is blurred. But the ATC
was the original guardian of the Trail, and it is recommended that its lost governance role
is reclaimed through the A.T. CommunityTM and Supporter programs.
Next is a set of suggestions for the ATC to further develop a framework for achieving
MacKaye’s overdue vision and implement regional planning initiatives to connect and
better support the communities along or near the Trail socially and economically through
the employment of the A.T. CommunityTM and Supporter programs.

Within One Year
Develop a Master Plan for the A.T. CommunityTM program to revise its goals and
objectives to fit with MacKaye’s vision and ultimately prevent the emergence of
‘dormant’ communities
Allow county/area designations to complete their 5-year program partnership and
begin to only designate single or dual communities
Update the A.T. CommunityTM application process to better understand the
significance, operations, and needs of each town
Document and monitor the number of A.T. CommunityTM Supporters and
unaffiliated organizations out-of-business due to COVID-19
Investigate other funding sources to support planning and design initiatives in A.T.
Communities
Update the 2014 map of approved and designated A.T. Communities featured on
the ATC’s website
Connect with the BMTA and add the BMT to both the printed maps and the
interactive map of the A.T.
Utilize the five pivotal sections identified by MacKaye to classify A.T. Communities
for a better distribution of designations
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Recruit potential A.T. Communities and Supporters in Connecticut and Maryland
to have all 14 trailside states participating in the ATC’s initiative
Create an A.T. CommunityTM Supporter association in each of the five pivotal
sections: New England, N.Y. – N.J., Pennsylvania, Central Appalachians, and
Southern Appalachians
Create an inventory of A.T. Communities and Supporters to be displayed in the
three visitor centers along the Trail (Boiling Springs, Harpers Ferry, and Monson)
Continue telling the stories of A.T. Communities and highlighting destinations and
Supporter businesses in A.T. Journeys
Feature A.T. Communities on myATstory, parallel to Damascus
Employ four full-time A.T. CommunityTM Coordinators, assigned to each ATC region
o

Note that the ‘Virginian’ region may need additional assistance due to the
large number of designated communities located in that trail stretch buffer

Within Five Years
Implement ‘MacKaye's Makerspaces’ in each of the four selected A.T.
Communities: Damascus, Harpers Ferry-Bolivar, Hot Springs, and Monson to
catalyze a return to a pioneer lifestyle
Introduce the A.T. CommunityTM Rating System that promotes cooperation,
emulation, and trust (Spann 1996, 29)

Within Ten Years
Release an A.T. CommunityTM passport for the 20th anniversary of the program
Construct visitor centers in Damascus (planned for 2018) and Hot Springs
Develop a regional planning branch in the ATC’s organization
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Future Research
A more extensive study on area and county A.T. CommunityTM designations is
recommended. In addition, it is essential to gather feedback from A.T. CommunityTM
administrations. How does community leaders' and stakeholders' long-term vision differ
from locals, business owners, and employees? Most importantly, how does the A.T.
CommunityTM network view the ATC, and what are the non-profit organization's strengths
and weaknesses? Questions like these will help determine the ATC's role and how the nonprofit organization will address the programs in the next 100 years. The ATC may have led
the trail town designation program movement. Yet, its regional trail association successors
seem to have taken the innovation further with trail town handbooks and passport
programs. The A.T. CommunityTM program is no longer a model today, but it has the
potential to be one once again in the future!
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2020 Appalachian Trail CommunityTM
Survey Results
How can the Appalachian Trail Conservancy better
support the unique character of each A.T. Community™
and foster growing local outdoor recreation economies?
This preliminary report summarizes the impact of the
A.T. Community™ program over the past decade, based
on responses to two surveys distributed to residents,
business owners, and employees in designated trailside
communities.
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